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Abstract

Maltese wall paintings from the Baroque period onwards were mostly executed in oil or
oil-based media applied directly to local limestone (Globigerina Limestone), which is a
soft, very porous stone (porosity ~ 40%). These murals are often found in a poor state of
conservation. One such painting on a dome of a church located near Malta’s main harbour
was chosen as a case study. Painted in 1903 and heavily restored in 1963, the painting’s
advanced state of deterioration makes it an excellent example to review/examine an
understand the most common effects and processes of deterioration related to sim ar wall
paintings, and thus to provide essential information for establishing a proper conservatio:
strategy.
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1. Introductio:
Malta is the main island composing the Maltese archipelago, located i the

Mediterranean roughly 00 km southwest from Sicily. The geology of the islands
comprises rocks of sedimentary nature, among which the Globigerina Limestone is a pale
yellow biomicritic limestone, fairly homogeneous in texture and colour, with a total
porosity aroun. 40% (Cassar 2002). Being soft and easy to quarry has made the
Globigerina Limestone the main building material of the Maltese islands since prehistoric
times. The ease with which this stone can be carved suited perfectly the richly-decorated
Baroque style, so widespread over the Maltese built territory.

Wall painting has played an important role in the interior decoration of Maltese palaces
and churches and, at least since the Baroque period, secco techniques have been the most
diffused mural painting methods. In spite of the general belief that Maltese wall paintings
were usually carried out using oil paint, very few scientific studies exist to confirm this
statement (Brandi 1951, Liberti and Seccht 1951). This ts surprising considering the poor
state of conservation in which these paintings are often found.

The present research has focused on identifying materials, techniques and deterioration
processes on a wall painting located on the dome of the chapel of the Crucifix in the
church of the Immaculate Conception in Cospicua (Malta). This was painted in 1903 by
one of the most prolific and popular Maltese artists at the turn of the twentieth century,
Giuseppe Cali (1846-1930) (Buhagiar 1987, Fiorentino and Grasso 1991).
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5. Conclusion

This research programme, which took place over a period of 20 months, has indicated
quite clearly that it is the innate composition and properties of both the paintings and the
underlying Globigerina Limestone, to%]ether with environmental conditions, which are
leading to the deterioration of these 20~ century paintings. In view of the preservation of
the paintings, it is necessary to identify the source of sulphur dioxide, or gypsum, to
eliminate it or at least address the problem. On the other hand environmental monitoring

seems to indicate that the activation processes leading to decay are over, as long as water
infiltration is constantly prevented.
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